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Abstract 
 
This project provides a history of ethnographic fieldwork, with emphasis on 
the developments in the beginning of the 20th century within British social 
anthropology. The theories applied in the study of foreign societies are clarified 
through an account of the methods used by the early social anthropologists B. 
Malinowski and A. Radcliffe-Brown, with the purpose of discovering the role 
played by fieldwork in determining the scientific value of ethnographic 
research. This is followed by a discussion of more recent developments within 
anthropology and the methods used, as well as considerations of the ethical 
issues that arise in research situations, and an evaluation of the merit of the 
methods developed by early anthropologists. 
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Introduction: Social Anthropology 
and Ethnography 
 
Perhaps not surprisingly the root of the word anthropology is found in 
Greek. It is the construction of anthrōpos meaning ‘human being’ and the 
commonly known -logy, also derived from Greek, which indicates that it is a 
field of study. As the name reveals, the range of studies within this field of 
anthropology are vast, and the term covers studies from human biology to 
ethnography. Therefore anthropology is traditionally divided into two separate 
branches, one being physical anthropology and the other being social 
anthropology. 
 
Our Research Area 
This project is about the emergence of social anthropology as a science. 
Our hypothesis is that the methodology of ethnographic fieldwork is a vital 
aspect in determining the scientific value of research in this field. When we 
discuss methodology we refer to the concept as being a system of methods 
developed on the basis of certain theories.  
Defining what constitutes science in general would be a daunting task. The 
objectives of science are widespread and therefore the epistemological 
standards for disciplines within the natural, social and humanistic sciences are 
incommensurable. The discipline of anthropology is a science often considered 
to be on the border between the two latter categories. This discussion has its 
4 
 
roots in the distinction between quantitative and qualitative research, and the 
stance that the latter lacks intrinsic worth as the basis for science. 
Our approach to this topic is to first cover the history of social anthropology 
with specific interest on the epistemological thought and empirical 
methodology. In order to delimit our field of study, we have chosen to focus on 
the developments within British social anthropology. Though many 
contributions to the discipline have their origins in the American tradition1, 
brought forth by Franz Boas (1858-1942), the emergence of ethnographic 
fieldwork is usually accredited to British scholars.  
An obvious choice of focus will be to concentrate on the figure who has 
gained wide fame as being the founding father of ethnographic fieldwork, 
Bronislaw Malinowski (1884-1942). We will also include a study of his 
contemporary, the less famous yet highly influential A. Radcliffe-Brown (1881-
1955). They both adhered to forms of functionalism, a specific philosophy used 
to explain and understand social phenomena by identifying their purpose for 
society.  
We will also outline some of the current discussions taking place in the 
field of anthropology today, and attempt to discover to what degree the work 
done by Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown at the beginning of the 20th century 
still influences the discipline.  
 
Dimensions  
We will be covering the dimensions of History & Culture, as well as 
Science & Philosophy. In a sense, it is a history of a philosophy of a cultural 
science. 
                                           
1 This American tradition is known as cultural anthropology.  It is analogous to the British social anthropology, 
but with a different focus.  
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We hope to gain an understanding of the changes in the mindset of the 
anthropological community in the early part of the 20th century that led to the 
realization that fieldwork was a necessity in furthering the science.  
 
Research Questions  
The main research question of our project is: 
What role has fieldwork played in developing the science of 
anthropology?  
 
In the course of answering this question, we will also be seeking to address the 
following sub questions:  
A) What have been the main points of change in the methodology (and 
reasoning behind it) of anthropology? 
B) In the face of criticism, how do ethnographers defend the value of 
their work?  
C) What ethical issues are present in the fieldwork situation? 
D) In what ways has the concept of the “field” as ethnographic 
location changed? 
 
 
Methodology 
Our approach to answering our research questions is to explore the 
methodology employed by the pioneers in the field of social anthropology. We 
have looked at the writings of Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown seeking 
evidence of their ideas and theories of the workings of the societies they 
studied. In order to understand their contributions to the field, we will firstly 
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give an account of the developments within social anthropology in the years 
leading up to their appearance.  
Our main source of information has been histories of anthropology 
authored by well established scholars of the field. We have come upon many 
instances in which they refer to and complement each other. Nearly every 
history contains significant sections on Malinowski and his work, whereas 
Radcliffe-Brown is a more elusive character.  
We have been inspired by the writings of George W. Stocking, Jr., James 
Clifford, Adam Kuper, James Urry, as well as Akhil Gupta and James 
Ferguson. Stocking, a well-known person within the field of anthropological 
history, is the editor of the series of books History of Anthropology, of which 
we have employed two volumes in our project. James Clifford, also a noted 
scholar, holds a doctorate in history and has contributed many works to the 
development of the field of anthropology. Specifically, we have been 
influenced by his article On Ethnographic Authority. Adam Kuper, an 
anthropologist within the school of British social anthropology, has performed 
fieldwork in Africa. His interest is the intellectual history of anthropology, and 
his work has provided us with much useful information on Radcliffe-Brown. 
James Urry has published widely on different subjects within anthropology, and 
his work has provided us with insight into the methods within social 
anthropology before the ideas of fieldwork were completely developed. Akhil 
Gupta received his Ph.D. in Engineering-Economic Systems in 1988, but his 
main research interests have strong ties to anthropology. Gupta has collaborated 
with James Ferguson, who received his PhD in Anthropology the same year, on 
the book Anthropological Locations: Boundaries and Grounds of a Field 
Science (1997), which we have found useful in shedding light on some of the 
contemporary discussions taking place within the field. 
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We have through these different sources, attempted to create an extensive 
and concise introduction to the history of anthropological methodology, as well 
as, placing it within a context of the field today.  
 
Presentation of Chapters  
The focus of Chapter 1, The Emergence of Ethnography, is the pre-history 
of social anthropology, as it were. In this section we explore the leading ideas 
and methods that surrounded the study of foreign peoples before the emergence 
of ethnography. The historical investigation of anthropology presented here, 
serves as background for the following chapter. 
In Chapter 2, The Founding Fathers of Ethnography, we take an extensive 
look into the theories and methods of both Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown, 
who we consider to be the founding fathers of ethnography. The goal of this 
chapter is to determine their positions in connection to the development of 
scientific methodology in anthropology. 
In Chapter 3, Defining and Discussing Ethnography, we address some of 
the main discussions associated with social anthropology. Firstly, the 
discussion between two social research models in anthropology, as well as the 
natural science model of research and scientific validity of the ethnographic 
method is mapped out. Secondly, some of the main ethical concerns of 
performing ethnographic fieldwork, in particular participant observation, are 
discussed. The last section of this chapter deals with the concept of the “field” 
and the changes it has undergone.  
Finally our conclusion will sum up the answers to our research questions, as 
well as our ideas on which particular aspects of our general research area we 
consider to be suited for further study.  
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Chapter 1: The Emergence of 
Ethnography 
 
In this chapter we present the history of anthropology from 1492 to the time 
of the emergence of ethnography in the first half of the 20th century, in order to 
show the transitional views on methodology within the anthropological 
community, which eventually led to ethnographic fieldwork.  
 
Introduction to Anthropological work before 
the discipline of Anthropology  
There is a history of anthropological study that goes farther back in time 
than the discipline itself. We will be taking a glance at the roots of 
anthropology, the pre-history of the field, in order to put the developments that 
have led us to the main focus of this project, namely ethnographic fieldwork, in 
perspective.  
Progress is often thought of as a linear phenomenon, however, it is not 
always so. Therefore it can be very useful to take a look at what took place 
within the field of anthropology before it actually became one. Though much of 
the writings concerning foreign societies and cultures do not live up to the 
methodological standards of today, this does not mean that they are completely 
without merit as long as we reflect critically upon them.  
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In the year 1492, Christopher Columbus (1451-1506) set sail for what he 
expected to be Asia, which instead turned out to be the New World. This event 
in history is pivotal not least because it opened up the discovery and study of 
many new cultures2. Columbus, himself an imperialist, claimed many of the 
places and peoples he encountered on his way for the Monarchy of Spain. 
Furthermore, one of his great concerns was of converting the natives to 
Christianity.  
According to a survey on early anthropology by Margaret Hodgen, 
“Columbus observed people of the New World with a calm realism, marking a 
sudden break with medieval fantasy and legend; but for centuries after 
Columbus, writers only slowly discarded the “baggage” of medieval error.”3  
Following the discovery of the new world many turned to the classical texts 
of Aristotle in order to argue that the new peoples were natural slaves because 
of their apparent lack of reason4. Accepting the authority of the texts provided 
grounds for the belief in European hegemony. However, there were 
discrepancies between what was believed to be true of foreigners (barbarians) 
and the experiences made by explorers and missionaries in the New World5.  
Throughout the Renaissance there are numerous examples of European 
missionaries traveling to the Americas and gaining insight into the lives of the 
natives. One such missionary was Bartolomé de Las Casas (1474-1566), who in 
fact traveled there on several occasions and saw the natives as people not 
deserving of the extreme ill-treatment they were being subjected to. Similarly, 
another missionary José de Acosta (1540-1600), found, from first hand-
                                           
2 Erickson and Murphy 1998, 26 
3 Liebersohn: 2008, 19 
4 Liebersohn: 2008, 21 
5 Liebersohn: 2008, 19  
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experience, that the Native American societies had deficiencies, though there 
was chance for improvement.6  
Though the clear purpose of the travels of the missionaries was to convert 
the natives, some did pay special attention to the cultural and religious lives of 
the people. The Renaissance was characterized by conflicting views between 
those who relied on the inherited texts and those who based their views on 
actual experience.  
In the transition from the Renaissance to the Enlightenment era, starting 
from the late 17th century, the previous devotion to textual authority was 
abandoned and instead focus was put on empirical experiences7. Travel 
accounts became very popular. Reason and rationality were key concepts of 
this period. Many important anthropological questions were posed in the Age 
of Enlightenment when people became especially interested in the relation 
between nature and society, the definition of humankind and what distinguishes 
a natural condition of humanity from cultured condition.  
The offset of anthropological writings of the Enlightenment, was that of 
Louis-Armand de Lom d’Arce de Lahontan (1666-1716), who for a decade 
served as a soldier in French Canada in the late 17th century. He found that the 
American Indian tribes were in fact not devoid of reason and that contrasted 
their free and peaceful lives with the savagery of the Europeans8.  
During the 18th century, European leaders became interested in the potential 
for discovering and exploiting new resources around the world. Expeditions 
were mounted to systematically explore uncharted territory. For example, 
several voyages under the command of James Cook (1728-79), selected for the 
job because of his background as a land surveyor. His expeditions included a 
                                           
6 Liebersohn: 2008, 22 
7 Liebersohn: 2008, 30 
8 Liebersohn 2008, 25 
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team of trained scientists, their aim being to collect information on, amongst 
other things, indigenous societies on behalf of the British government9.  
Furthermore, to promote the subject, anthropologists advocated their ability 
to function as advisors to colonial administrations. And help the rulers to 
understand the natives, thereby helping them prevent unrest and other 
misunderstandings that might arise. During the decolonization period, 
governments actively sought out anthropologists to assist in the process10. 
 
History of Anthropology in the 19th Century 
Anthropology as an intellectual tradition and a distinct branch of 
scholarship emerged in the course of the nineteenth century, when public 
interest in human evolution arose, in part inspired by Darwin. However, the 
field of study as an academic discipline didn’t begin until later, when the first 
professional anthropologists were trained in universities. In 1843, the first 
British society with a clear anthropological agenda was founded, and several 
others soon followed11. Throughout this period, the scientific community 
debated which fields of study should be included in the term anthropology, 
because of the diversity of the subject area. There were people who argued that 
anthropology was not a science in itself, but “in fact a group of sciences”12. 
British Anthropology became increasingly professionalized after 1890, as 
new methods entered the field. Anthropology developed from being merely 
listings of observed “facts”, into more complex considerations regarding what 
                                           
9 Liebersohn 2008, 28 
10 Kuklick 2008, 60 
11 Kuklick 2008, 52 
12 Urry 1993, 10 
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was observed, and finally to fully integrating the “facts” with scientific 
argumentation13.  
New methods brought about a change in the way foreign societies and 
cultures were viewed, as observers revealed the existence of more complex 
societies than were originally imagined. Up until this point, anthropology had 
been developed with the purpose of understanding the evolution of European 
society by studying, in the anthropologists’ opinions, more primitive steps of 
society. This opinion started changing, and the value of studying these foreign 
societies in terms of themselves was recognized14. 
The most common method of obtaining information on foreign peoples and 
societies was to work with fellow countrymen stationed around the world. 
Anthropologists situated in Europe developed questionnaires to hand out to 
missionaries, colonial administrators, military and naval officers and anyone 
else who encountered foreign cultures15.  
These questionnaires were however in many cases considered to be too 
specific, and with increased exploration and colonization it was decided that a 
more general guide was needed16. This guide came to be named “Notes and 
Queries on Anthropology”, and was first published in 1874.  
“Notes and Queries on Anthropology” consisted of three sections, which in 
turn were made up of smaller parts developed by different anthropologists. It 
therefore contained questions on a broad variety of subjects, ranging from 
physical anthropology to questions on culture. Furthermore, it provided specific 
instructions on how to gather different types of information, as well as 
reflections on retaining some sort of objectivity when recording observations. 
                                           
13 Urry 1993, 5 
14 Urry 1993, 6 
15 Urry 1993, 22 
16 Urry 1993, 20 
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The aim of this guide was to enable amateur observers, without any 
education on any of these subjects, to provide accurate information for the 
anthropologists at home in Europe to use in their studies17.  
The idea being that the educated anthropologists should be the only ones 
doing any sort of comparative or deductive work on what was observed, but 
that others were perfectly capable of providing them with “facts” to work 
with18.    
 
Early Systematic Fieldwork and the Ideas of 
Cultural Evolutionism 
In 1898 a group of men, educated in different fields of science and led by 
A.C. Haddon set out on an expedition to collect data in New Guinea. Haddon 
was originally a zoologist, but became on this expedition more concerned with 
studying the natives of the area19.  
Haddon, like most other anthropologists of his generation, viewed the 
native way of life he observed as being on its way to extinction because of 
European influence. His opinion, therefore, was that as much data and as many 
artifacts as possible should be collected, and ultimately gathered together in 
museums, so that information on these ‘disappearing’ cultures would be 
available to future generations as well20.  
Haddon was influenced by the ideas of cultural evolutionism, which was 
the first theoretical perspective applied in anthropology, and which appeared in 
the middle of the 19th century. He and his peers translated these ideas of 
evolution in order to apply them to the study of culture. They would look for 
                                           
17 Urry 1993, 21 
18 Urry 1993, 43 
19 Urry 1993, 64 
20 Urry 1993, 46-48 
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indications in native life and customs to use as evidence of earlier 
developments of human culture21. Haddon was also interested in discovering 
how cultures adapted to their environment, a purpose quite in line with the idea 
of evolutionism.  
They were also interested in ethnography, archeology, and an expanded 
view of universal history and how humans came to associate with each other, 
how societies changed through times, and the organization and functions within 
society. Unilinear evolutionism, the same as cultural evolutionism, emphasized 
that there was one dominant line of evolution. It proposed that societies passed 
through the same stages, but some progressed faster and some slower. Cultural 
evolutionists were interested in various different phenomena such as material 
culture, kinship organization, religious beliefs and the like, but believed that 
these phenomena were interrelated.  
In the last decades of 19th century anthropology became a specialized 
discourse on social and cultural evolution. This specialization is conveyed by 
the works of two distinguished cultural evolutionists, J. Frazer and E. B. Tylor. 
Both of these scholars were armchair anthropologists, exploring their 
evolutionary theory on societies and culture through data collected mostly by 
others. E. B. Tylor became the first academic professor in anthropology and 
introduced the first professional definition of culture.22 
 
New Methods and Diffusionism 
One of Haddon’s colleagues on the aforementioned expedition to New 
Guinea was W.H.R. Rivers, an experimental psychologist. While studying the 
natives on this trip, he discovered that a useful way of collecting data was by 
                                           
21 Urry 1993, 66 
22 “Culture is a complex whole which includes knowledge, beliefs, art, law, morals, custom and any other 
capabilities and habits, acquired by man as a member of society”.  Erickson 1998, 50 
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recording the genealogies or relationship ties between the people being 
studied23. He saw this method as useful for collecting a large amount of 
information in a relatively short period of time, and as a way to structure the 
collection of data, as many social aspects could be described in connection with 
the study of ties between individuals24. 
Both Haddon and Rivers conducted survey research, but later they began to 
encourage intensive fieldwork. In fact, Rivers went on an expedition to India 
that was scheduled to last for six months, where he employed research methods 
similar to those later used by ethnographers, and encountered some of the same 
problems that they would later experience25.  
When he later used his method to study the history, migration and cultural 
connections of his subjects, he was influenced by diffusionism26, which was 
another widespread theoretical perspective of the field. 
Diffusionism originates from the philological tradition of the 18th century 
and subsequently linguistic theories influenced related ideas in social and 
cultural anthropology. This theoretical perspective rose to prominence in 
Germany where it was the dominant view of the time27. In Britain, diffusionism 
co-existed with cultural evolutionism. 
Cultural evolutionism embraced a doctrine called psychic unity declaring 
that all peoples, primitive and civilized, had the same basic capacity for cultural 
change and that both of these categories could progress equally. “Classical 
cultural evolutionism assumes that humankind is inventive: each population has 
the propensity to invent the same things as the next, though they will do so at 
different rates.”28 Whereas diffusionism in a very broad sense claimed that 
                                           
23 Urry 1993, 49 
24 Stocking 1983, 86 
25 Stocking 1983, 89 
26 Urry 1993, 50 
27 Lavenda & Schultz 2007, 213 
28 Barnard 2000,  47 
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inventions arise only once and can be acquired by other groups only by 
transmission (borrowing, migration etc.), it also presupposed that some peoples 
were creative while others could only copy.  
 
Establishing Ethnography 
As we have shown, the foundations for systematic fieldwork were created 
even before the turn of the century. The first steps toward participant 
observation had been taken. It is, however, commonly accepted that 
ethnography was not fully established before the methodological concerns 
addressed by Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown gained authority in the 
anthropological community. These two scholars were the forerunners of the 
next generation of anthropologists, who were nevertheless influenced by the 
teachings of Rivers, Haddon and Frazer.  
In the following chapter, it is the achievements of Malinowski and 
Radcliffe-Brown we will explore by uncovering the methods and 
considerations they introduced.  
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Chapter 2: The Founding Fathers of 
Ethnography 
 
Professionalization of social anthropology is related to the emergence of 
functionalism and structural functionalism in the early 20th century. The 
demand for professional fieldwork was increasing and it began to be satisfied 
by the arrival of the two researchers, Bronislaw Malinowski and A.R. 
Radcliffe-Brown on the anthropological scene. They adhered to two separate 
branches of the functionalist theory. They both objected to armchair 
evolutionism, and developed new methods of fieldwork to lend more scientific 
validity to their field. In this chapter, we will explore the life works of these 
two men, in order to identify their contributions to the establishing of 
ethnography. We will give a short account of their respective careers, and look 
into the theories they adhered to and helped develop. Lastly, we will look into 
how these theories specifically were reflected in their fieldwork methods.  
 
Bronislaw Malinowski 
Life and Career 
Malinowski was born in Cracow, Poland in 1884. He received a doctorate 
in physics and mathematics in his home country. His next move was to the 
University of Leipzig where he studied experimental psychology and economic 
history. After being greatly inspired by Frazer’s The Golden Bough, he turned 
18 
 
to anthropology and enrolled in the London School of Economics in 191029. He 
obtained his D. Sc. degree after having published The Family among the 
Australian Aborigines in 1913. Arriving in London as a pale, bespectacled 
student with a high forehead and a difficult Slavic name, he looked a somewhat 
alien figure. But his English was good, and he was able to express his ideas 
easily. He was soon recognized as an anthropologist of great intellectual 
giftsand exceeding promise30.  
 
Illustration I. Photo of Bronislaw Malinowski, ca 1925. 
C. G. Seligman and Westermarck were the first teachers, encouragers and 
assistants for Malinowski both in and out of the field. A few years after his 
                                           
29 McGee and Warms 2004 (1996), 154 
30 Firth 1970, 5 
19 
 
arrival to London, he had extended his relations with British anthropologists 
and widely received their recognition. He became well known to Frazer, 
Haddon and Rivers. The work of the latter tended to have a considerably large 
influence upon him, though he viewed it critically. After receiving scholarships 
he set out to undertake field research in southern New Guinea. Meanwhile, 
World War I broke out in Europe, and because of his nationality, England 
refused to let him return, and thus his period of fieldwork was greatly 
extended31. This presented him with the opportunity to reconsider the quality of 
traditional fieldwork methods. After the war he returned to England and wrote 
the book which would establish his position as one of the leading 
anthropologists. Argonauts of the Western Pacific was published in 1922 and 
was very well received.  
In the field of British social anthropology, Malinowski was one of the men 
best equipped in Continental scientific scholarship32. His thorough studies of 
early ethnological source materials, his linguistic mastery of both the spoken 
and the written word, and his considerable travel experience combined with his 
theoretical acuteness, gave him a very great range of knowledge33. He held a 
teaching position at London School of Economics and greatly contributed to the 
establishment of its anthropology program. During this time he trained many 
fieldworkers, who have later become well known anthropologists in their own 
right34.  
Malinowski’s strengths lay in his subtle power of analysis, his sincerity in 
facing problems, his sense of reality, his scholarly command of the literature, 
his capacity of integrating detail into general ideas and his wit in handling 
                                           
31 McGee and Warms 2004 (1996), 154 
32 Firth 1970, 6 
33 Firth 1970, 6 
34 Urry 1993, 55 
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discussion35. He managed to create a myth of himself as being somewhat a 
prophet of anthropological science.  
Amongst his most famous and infamous36 works were Sex and Repression 
in Savage Society (1927) and The Sexual Life of Savages in Northwestern 
Melanesia (1929).  After his death in the United States in 1942, several of his 
books have been posthumously published. 
 
Theoretical Ideas 
Malinowski tried to view culture scientifically and reason his works 
referring to functionalism. Integration of theory into a description of a society 
provided a framework to present observations, whereas earlier works in the 
form of “Notes and Queries” seemed to present “facts” in imposed categories 
without connection to the “flow of native life”37. Functionalism allowed for a 
more complete picture of how the workings of different aspects of a society 
related to each other.  
Malinowskian functionalism was basically a theory of needs and responses. 
It claimed that every individual has basic biological and psychological needs 
and culture functiones to satisfy it. Every custom existes to fulfill a purpose and 
in sum, customs are the means which people use to satisfy their needs. In his 
later works and development of functionalist theory Malinowski distinguished 
seven basic needs and their cultural responses: metabolism – commissariat 
(providing oneself with food), reproduction – kinship, bodily comforts – 
shelter, safety – protection, movement – activities, growth – training, health – 
hygiene38. 
                                           
35 Firth 1970, 9 
36 McGee and Warms 2004 (1996), 154 
37 Urry 1993, 53 
38 Malinowski 1969, 91 
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The functional method entails the examination of institutional relationships. 
The investigation of function involves an analysis of the effects of an institution 
on the maintenance of specific relationships and the achievement of specific 
ends as defined by the members of a particular community. Function may be 
interpreted as the part played by an institution in promoting social cohesion. 
Malinowski claimed that institution had its social structure, charter, norms, 
activities and material equipment and was linked to social situations, whereas 
for Radcliffe-Brown institution was a formalized mode of behavior39. 
 
Fieldwork Methods  
Malinowski’s first work “Natives of Mailu”, published in 1915, was created 
based on the methods of “Notes and Queries”40. The data was collected while 
sailing the coasts of the region, and consisted of a wide variety of cultural 
aspects arranged according to the format of “Notes and Queries”. He later 
described this work as a failure, because he didn’t feel that it was detailed 
enough to give a broad sense of the experience of a foreign culture41. Despite 
this however, the expedition provided him with experiences that were to help 
shape his methods in his later work. For example, he began to go on outings 
with the natives and to spend nights at a time with them. This provided 
common experiences which could be discussed, and these discussions, 
Malinowski found, provided a much deeper insight into their way of thinking 
than direct questioning42.  
Malinowski was thirty when he began his intensive fieldwork in southern 
New Guinea. In the introduction of The Argonauts of the Western Pacific 
Malinowski wrote:  
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“Soon after I had established myself in Trobriand Islands, I began to take 
part in the village life, to look forward to the important or festive events, to take 
personal interest in the gossip and the developments of the small village 
occurrences, to wake up every morning presenting the day to myself as the 
natives do.”43 
He wanted to create an ethnography that was able to appeal to the broader 
public, but also be an academically valid work. To do this, he found it was 
necessary to combine a description of ethnographic “facts” with theory, an idea 
that was in opposition to the previous notions that “facts” could be explained 
later and by someone else, namely the “armchair anthropologists”44.  
It was this idea that brought him to explain in his introduction to Argonauts 
of the Western Pacific that he considered the importance of studying three 
different aspects of ethnographic material with three different methods: statistic 
documentation of concrete evidence (genealogies, maps, synoptic tables or 
charts), ethnographic diary and recording data in the native language. 
Malinowski stated that data pertaining to “the organization of customs and 
social life, the framework of a society’s rules”45 should be collected, for 
example through studies of genealogy, but that this was not, in itself, enough to 
provide a picture of the society in question.  
Secondly, to create this fuller picture, he claimed that social life should be 
observed in order to verify and give evidence to the “factual” value of what was 
observed. This would provide an understanding of what was considered to be 
norms and good manners, which he argued was “part of the real substance of 
the social fabric”46. The investigation of native’s everyday life, small 
occurrences in the village and native’s emotional interactions, friendships or 
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hostilities could not be done by a method of question and answer, but by 
keeping an ethnographic diary and systematically noting peculiarities of actual 
life during a long period of fieldwork. Despite the fact that Malinowski is 
usually credited with being the source for this consideration, it had also been 
discussed previously in a new edition of “Notes and Queries” from 1912, where 
researchers were encouraged to confirm the validity of their observations with 
witnesses, and also to observe social events or ceremonies if the opportunity 
should arise47.  
Thirdly, he was of the opinion that native views and opinions should be 
studied through collection of “text and linguistic statements taken in the 
vernacular”48. This opinion was in fact also mentioned in the “Notes and 
Queries” from 1912, where Rivers discussed the importance of correct 
understanding between researcher and informant49. Malinowski first used 
pidgin-English in the Trobriands, but as he was already familiar with the 
structure of Melanesian languages and had acquired some knowledge of them. 
After his second visit to the Trobriands, he could easily follow conversations 
among the natives and could take notes rapidly in dialect50.  
Argonauts of the Western Pacific is a typical example of Malinowski’s 
method. Firstly, the landscape is recreated and physical characteristics of the 
natives and the main features of their social and economic organization are 
indicated. An outline of Trobriand economy, kinship system, beliefs, 
ceremonies and political institutions is given in order to understand the tradition 
of valuables exchange (kula). Then, the essentials of the kula system are given. 
Malinowski uses the description as a basis for the enunciation and clarification 
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of sociological concepts51. Not to leave “imponderabilia of an actual life”52 
behind, he purveys information about native values and attitudes, tensions and 
conflicts which underlie the operation of structural principles53. 
 
A. R. Radcliffe-Brown 
Life and Career 
Alfred Reginald Brown, later Radcliffe-Brown, was born in 1881 in 
Birmingham. His family encouraged him to continue his schooling at university 
level, and he studied a year of pre-medical science at Birmingham University. 
However, he later shifted his focus to Mental and Moral Sciences, where he 
became Rivers’ first student of anthropology in 1904. This was at Cambridge, 
which at this point in time was experiencing its “greatest modern period”54. 
Under the supervision of Rivers and Haddon, Radcliffe-Brown went to 
Australia to conduct research on the Andaman Islanders from 1906 to 1908, 
which resulted in a teaching position at Trinity College.  
Throughout his career, Radcliffe-Brown published relatively few writings. 
However, he was known as a dynamic and charismatic lecturer and his 
immense success in the field of anthropology was largely due to the influence 
he had on his students55. 
As we will elaborate on in the next section, Radcliffe-Brown was very 
much inspired by the theories of Émile Durkheim (1858-1917), and in fact he is 
often credited with having introduced them to the British academic 
community56. 
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Illustration II. Photo of A.R. Radcliffe-Brown, 1909. 
 
Part of Radcliffe-Brown’s great contribution to the field was the work he 
conducted in starting institutions of anthropology at universities around the 
world. He spent time in North America, South Africa and held the first chair of 
anthropology in Sydney57. Upon returning to England in 1937, he was given the 
first chair of Social Anthropology at Oxford University. He was at the time 
considered to be at the head of British anthropology, which he was viewed as 
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even after his formal retirement from Oxford in 1946. He retained an interest in 
current discussions within the field until his death in 195558. 
 
Theoretical Ideas 
Perhaps because of his background in the natural sciences, Radcliffe-
Brown’s approach to the study of societies drew upon the idea that social 
phenomena could and should be studied using the same methods applied in the 
natural sciences. In this sense he drew on the evolutionist tradition of studying 
social science, and viewed societies as organisms in a process of evolution 
toward increased complexity and diversity.  
He was also heavily influenced by the works of the French sociologist 
Émile Durkheim59. Durkheim discussed social facts as objective phenomena, 
and that these social facts, which were, for example, rituals, ceremonies and the 
like, were independent of individuals. These different social phenomena were 
seen as constituting systems, in the context of which the individual custom or 
social fact could be understood. Furthermore, the facts could only be 
understood in relation to the other facts of the system60.  
It was these social systems and processes that Radcliffe-Brown was 
interested in studying. He saw the individuals functioning in certain social 
roles, and that these relationships between individuals constituted the structure 
of the social system.  
In the process of observing, one recognizes the structures of a society, and 
can then, in the spirit of natural science, proceed to a classification of the 
society in question, and a comparison to others. Finally, one can then discover 
general characteristics of human societies, in a sense ‘social laws’, analogous to 
the laws of nature dealt with by natural scientists.  
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Radcliffe-Brown believed that “social forms were best explained by 
consideration of their function within an existing social system”61. Being of this 
opinion, he distanced himself from the ethnological tradition of a dominant 
historical view, which Rivers and Haddon adhered to. They were concerned 
with creating historical reconstructions to be placed within the frame of 
evolutionary theory, while Radcliffe-Brown instead focused on understanding 
general patterns of existing societies.  
He wanted to create a “comparative social anthropology based on strict 
theoretical principles”62. In order to accomplish this, he realized the need to 
develop a theoretical frame of analysis for each work of ethnography to make it 
more focused and more scientific.     
Thusly, he was interested in establishing a “natural science of society”, and 
in order for such a science to gain credibility in the community, he stated that it 
must contain comparative studies of a sufficient amount of diverse societies. 
Furthermore, he was of the opinion that this comparative method still needed 
improvement in order to become an effective analytical tool63. 
When contrasting functionalism and structural functionalism, the most 
evident difference is that functionalism dealt with non-social functions and it 
was inclined to explain social facts with reference to biologically or culturally 
derived needs. It turned its attention to an abstract biological individual 
whereas structural functionalism was concerned not with biological functions 
but with social ones64. Radcliffe-Brown explained customs and rituals in terms 
of their social functions and their value to society as a whole, not to a particular 
individual as serving for the satisfaction of his needs. Though he admitted that 
some psychoanalytical theory had a certain complementary connection with the 
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science of sociology, Radcliffe-Brown distanced himself and his work from it 
completely. He found that individual psychology could not play a role in 
explaining social facts65. He focused on social structure and presented that 
society is a system of relationships and institutions which function to maintain 
it as a system. In contrast, functionalism suggested that social institutions 
contributed to meet psychological needs of individuals.  
 
Fieldwork Methods 
The most famous of Radcliffe-Brown’s ethnographic studies is that of the 
societies of the Andaman Islands. However, the fieldwork was carried out at 
such an early stage in his career that the methods he applied in gathering 
information cannot be considered a clear example of his later methodological 
beliefs. Instead he was more in line with the theories of his mentors Rivers and 
Haddon, and viewed the fieldwork as an apprenticeship66. It was not until 1922 
that he eventually published his book The Andaman Islanders, and by this time 
the Durkheimian influence had sufficiently changed his view on ethnography, 
resulting in a focus on the society as it existed as opposed to a historical 
recreation of society. In interpreting the meanings and functions of the material 
he had a different theoretical departure than at the time he collected it in 1906-
08. His ideas of the fieldwork methods as described in the following section are 
in accordance with his later theoretical ideas.  
 
Radcliffe-Brown viewed his fieldwork as an opportunity for testing 
methods and the collection of ethnographic facts, both artifacts and 
measurements of the people he studied67. In Radcliffe-Brown’s opinion, the 
fieldworker observed these individual actions, but described in his work and 
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notes the underlying patterns of the social interactions between the 
individuals68. In other words, at any given time, one can only observe separate 
components of the system, but one is discovering the structure. 
 
The method of ethnography defined by Radcliffe-Brown is to firstly 
produce an accurate description of specific elements of a given society. In this 
stage he recorded and labeled observations systematically by categorizing 
phenomena. On the basis of the descriptions the phenomenon’s meaning is 
interpreted. This entails awareness of the risk of misinterpretation, as Radcliffe-
Brown has stated in the 1932 preface of The Andaman Islanders: “There is a 
danger that the ethnologist may interpret the beliefs of a native people not by a 
reference to their mental life but by reference to his own.” 69 A more sufficient 
understanding can only be achieved if one has devoted time to developing an 
understanding of the pattern of thought displayed by the society to be studied. 
In relating a series of phenomena to each other, patterns of social function 
are discovered. These patterns are seen as the underlying structures which 
constitute social relationships and the implications of these on the function of 
the society as a whole. The ultimate goal is then to identify similarities between 
different societies in order to define general “social laws”. This can then result 
in the formulation of a “hypothesis as to the nature and function of ritual or of 
myth”70 to be tested and potentially proven to be applicable to other societies.  
This frame of method is also reflected in the structure of The Andaman 
Islanders, which consists of a description of mental and daily lives of the 
people followed by more theoretical chapters. Radcliffe-Brown’s intention with 
these theoretical chapters is to discover the meaning of their customs etc. “We 
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have to explain why the Andamanese think and act in certain ways.”71 This is 
his aim and he intends to achieve this by studying one custom in relation to 
others and thereby understanding the underlying ideas and thoughts.  
 
Comparing Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown 
While Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown were peers and colleagues, they 
each contributed to the field in different ways. Malinowski is often character-
ized as the adventurer and has gained an almost mythical hero status. Radcliffe-
Brown, on the other hand, is less known today although his influence on 
anthropology as an institution was far greater. In this section we will attempt to 
clarify each of their contributions and what set them apart in developing 
ethnography.     
 
Their Lives and Careers  
Though born only three years apart, Radcliffe-Brown had already begun 
teaching within the field of anthropology at the time Malinowski arrived in 
London to study. Malinowski had a full degree within the natural sciences, 
whereas Radcliffe-Brown had only completed one year of medical science 
before shifting his focus relatively early to the humanities. Perhaps 
Malinowski’s thoroughness in data collection methods and his focus on details 
are the connected to his background in natural science.  
In 1922, both published works which had great influence on the field, and 
both held important teaching positions in this period. Radcliffe-Brown went on 
to become a key figure in establishing anthropology departments around the 
world, whereas Malinowski remained in England and is accredited with 
establishing the reputation of the department at London School of Economics. 
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In their work, Malinowski focused on the development of the methods used in 
the field, whereas Radcliffe-Brown was more concerned with the categorization 
of the subject and its place and status within the scientific community, and this 
was reflected in their teaching. 
Both were renowned in the British anthropological community. Malinowski 
had gained his fame through his unprecedented fieldwork, while Radcliffe-
Brown was seen as the head of social anthropology, since he had coined the 
term. They moved in the same academic circles, and were familiar with each 
others’ work72. They respected each others’ positions, but their ambitions with 
regard to their field differed.  
Radcliffe-Brown outlived Malinowski by over a decade and never ceased to 
take an active interest in the developments within the field.  
 
Their Theoretical Ideas  
In their early work, they were both heavily influenced by Rivers, by whom 
they had both been taught. However, as they worked on developing their own 
approaches to methodology, they broke new ground and unavoidably distanced 
themselves from Rivers’ theories. Specifically, they arrived at the opinion that 
societies should be studied as they existed in the present, rather than attempting 
to recreate their history. They also deemed that the previous attempts at 
historicizing were largely based on guesswork, and the methods used were too 
unreliable to be considered scientific.  
They both had their theoretical point of departure in functionalism, but 
adhered to different branches. Malinowski focused on psychological functions 
of institutions within societies, and as a consequence of this, his work revolved 
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around the needs of the individual. This branch is sometimes referred to simply 
as functionalism.  
Radcliffe-Brown disagreed with this approach. He found psychology to 
play only a peripheral role within anthropology, and instead drew upon 
contemporary sociological ideas. He explored the social functions of 
institutions, and was concerned with uncovering structures of societies and 
identifying them within a comparative framework. This entailed a belief that 
more studies could be used in the construction of more general laws of human 
life.  
 
Their Fieldwork Methods 
With regards to their approaches to fieldwork they were both firm believers 
of the need to conduct thorough descriptions and gain an understanding of the 
mental lives of the people they studied. However, Malinowski was 
groundbreaking in that he actually practiced the idea of participant observation 
at a time where this was not the norm. Although this happened partly by 
chance, it still greatly changed his view on how foreign cultures were most 
effectively understood and portrayed.  
Radcliffe-Brown, on the other hand, was more interested in developing the 
analytical tools required for creating scientific ethnographies. He has 
commented that the field researcher observed the function of a social 
phenomenon, but then discovered the underlying structures which constitute 
societies. 
They were both concerned with contributing scientific value to their field 
which was not a given at the time.  
 
33 
 
The Legacies of Malinowski and Radcliffe-
Brown  
As we have touched upon, Malinowski is remembered for his very detailed 
considerations and instructions on fieldwork method. He is today considered 
the “inventor” of participant observation and in turn the main figure within the 
development of ethnography. This is partly due to the “myth” he succeeded in 
creating around his person.  
 
Illustration III. Photo of Bronislaw Malinowski with Trobriand Islanders, 1918. 
 
When studying the history of ethnography Radcliffe-Brown is not to be 
overlooked. However, his reputation rarely surpasses the boundary of this 
subject, perhaps because he is less exciting, and is viewed as just another 
scholar with very theoretical interests.  
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Illustration IV. Photo of Professor Radcliffe-Brown (front row center) with his class at the 
University of Oxford department of Social Anthropology, ca. 1945.73 
 
Malinowski’s contributions are undeniable. But we find that perhaps his 
legacy is disproportionate to that of Radcliffe-Brown, in the sense that he is 
often the only influence mentioned in discussing the roots of the subject. 
Their theoretical foundations of functionalism are less prominent in 
contemporary studies. Scholars today are hesitant to acknowledge the ideas, but 
the importance of functionalist theories in the development of the field has not 
been forgotten. They are still to some degree visible in the research being 
conducted74.  
Their shared ambition of developing a science succeeded to a large degree 
but is still subject to numerable discussions, which we will elaborate on in 
Chapter 3, Defining and Discussing Ethnography.  
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Chapter 3: Defining and Discussing 
Ethnography 
 
In this chapter we will be discussing the methods and ideas, as well as 
recent developments within the field of social anthropology. Since the time of 
the founding fathers of the field, there has been much critique aimed at the 
methods and theories applied. Furthermore, the field has of course developed 
over time and the concerns and interests have changed. We will attempt to 
clarify some of these aspects.   
 
Ethnography, Science and Journalism 
There have long been attacks on the ethnographic method of anthropology. 
The concern of maintaining objectivity, scientific validity, the notion of truth, 
making generalizations of any kind are all issues, which have been called into 
question. Carrying out ethnography and anthropology has been seen as a type 
of Western colonialism75. Especially, mordant criticism of anthropology was 
expressed by the natural sciences and postmodern forms. We are interested in 
the former form of critique and are going to elaborate on certain points that 
arise from it, based mostly on Brewer’s arguments in What is Ethnography?76. 
 
The natural science approach to ethnography 
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The natural science critique comes from advocates of the natural science 
model of social research, and accuses ethnography of falling below the 
standards of science77. A position known as ‘positivism’ (or ‘naturalism’ as 
British sociologist Giddens calls it) and natural scientists claim that social 
sciences should be modeled on natural sciences. They believe that the problems 
which social scientists address are similar to those of natural sciences, and 
suggest searching for social causation and deductive explanations when 
investigating human activity78. The core of anthropology’s image of 
‘positivism’ is what is sometimes referred to as ‘the received model’ of natural 
science: a set of philosophical or epistemological conceptions about the nature 
of the universe, the place of humans in it, and the specific (scientific) means by 
which objective knowledge of it can be generated79. This positivistic model is 
said to confirm the existence of an objective reality independent of human 
perception and interpretation. It aims to construct impersonal and objective, 
value-free, cognitive representation of reality as a whole. However, the natural 
science model of research does not permit the researcher to become a variable 
in the experiment, whereas ethnographers are themselves part of the study 
because they are more or less involved in the setting.  
Another difference refers to the nature of data. The natural science model of 
social research seeks to describe and measure social phenomena but this is 
achieved by assigning numbers to the phenomena and collecting numerate 
data80. Ethnography, meanwhile, uses extracts of natural language (interviews 
and field notes) to make descriptions, and deals with quality and meaning 
which can appear as too subjective compared to the numerate data of natural 
sciences. 
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In order to meet some of the standards of the natural sciences, some 
ethnographers have refined and improved their procedural rules in order to 
capture a fixed reality and replicate the natural science model of research. Some 
authors declare that ethnographers are both storytellers and scientists, claiming 
that the more accurate the account, the better is the science of ethnography. It 
was also suggested that ethnographers could give causal accounts, use 
structural methods of data collection in addition to the usual methods used, and 
present some data in a numerate and statistical form81. 
 
The Humanistic Response to the Critique 
Other ethnographers sought to rescue ethnography from the natural sciences 
model and suggested alternative humanistic models of social research which 
perceived people as active, creative, insurgent, knowledgeable and meaning-
endowing creatures having capacities to construct reality, whereas the natural 
science model saw human beings as acted upon by external social forces, so 
that behavior was the outcome of social causation82. Social anthropology 
consists of aspects, which cover both the humanistic and social sciences. The 
discipline is concerned with studies of societies and structures that fall under 
the category of social science. However, it is a humanistic science in the sense 
that its subject matter involves the whole of human phenomena, and that its 
epistemological, ethical and aesthetic principles are entirely congruent with the 
philosophy of humanism, meaning that it is devoted to the study of human 
beings, cultural expressions of human creativity, language, consciousness and 
the causes and consequences of human cultural diversity83. ‘Humanistic 
ethnography’ stresses the advantages of research into naturally occurring 
behavior by means of direct, first-hand contact over artificially created 
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experiments, and sees itself as producing access to a social reality which is 
constituted by people’s practices84.  
The emergence of interpretive anthropology in the 1980’s, with Clifford 
Geertz at the head, can be seen as an example of a humanistic approach to 
anthropology. The phrase ‘interpretive anthropology’ is a broad-covering label 
for a diverse but interrelated set of epistemological, aesthetic and theoretical 
perspectives sharing the conviction that “anthropological knowledge is 
interpretive rather than positive, tentative rather than conclusive, relative to 
time, place and author rather than universal”85. Interpretive anthropology is 
humanistic in its origins, interests and methods, attempting to escape from the 
natural science model of research and reintegrate with the humanities.  
The cornerstone of interpretive anthropology can be found in the 
Interpretation of Cultures which Geertz published in 197386. In this writing 
Geertz addresses a number of traditional anthropological topics such as culture, 
religion, politics and ritual, declaring that “it is not an experimental science in 
search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning because culture 
consists of a pattern of meanings embodied in symbols.”87 However, critics of 
interpretive anthropology have pointed out that such methodology raises 
serious concerns about verification and objectivity. The response of interpretive 
anthropologists to this critique would be that scientific knowledge of human 
affairs which entails the description and explanation of objective fact is 
unattainable because all knowledge is subjective. This argument is essentially 
philosophical, and can be derived from epistemological relativism which holds 
                                           
84 Brewer 2000, 23 
85 Lett 1997, 5 
86 Lett 1997, 6 
87 Lett 1997, 7 
39 
 
that the subject matter of human sciences makes the application of the scientific 
method either impossible or impractical88. 
 
Ethnography and Journalism: Similarities and Differences 
At the beginning of the 20th century, most anthropologists viewed their 
discipline as a science and believed that scientific method could be applied to 
any dimension of reality from the movement of the planets to human sexual 
behavior, and produce an objective knowledge89. Today, anthropology and the 
writing of ethnographies have obtained certain variations referring to the 
critique of natural sciences and postmodern forms. From the position of natural 
sciences, qualitative research has been parodied for providing highly 
descriptive, unproven and non-analytical accounts of people, and ethnography 
has been accused of being a mere journalism90. 
Comparing ethnography and journalism, some small similarities are 
evident. Anthropology seeks to investigate every aspect of human life and, 
being comparative, it attempts to develop an integrated understanding of many 
phenomena surrounding human life in a society. In short, anthropologists, like 
journalists, are generalists and ethnographic writing, like journalism, is 
composed of elements drawn from various sources91. However, more important 
here are the differences between qualitative research writing and journalism. 
The most crucial dissimilarity is the lack of systematic and explicit theory and 
method in journalism. From an anthropological point of view, journalism is 
uncritical and non-analytical whereas ethnography is committed to greater 
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depth of thought, self-critical approach and more sustained periods of 
investigation92.  
The differences between ethnography and journalism demonstrate that 
these two practices should not be made equal. However, influenced by 
ethnographic methods, a new kind of journalism appears nowadays under the 
name of ethnographic journalism93. The principles and techniques of 
ethnographic research are used as powerful tools in observing humans’ social 
life and giving an objective knowledge. Using ethnographic method of data 
collection and investigation provides journalism with a different perspective on 
the subject of investigation. In conventional journalism, the focus is on 
extraordinary events, celebrities or business leaders, whereas ethnographic 
journalism covers the everyday life of people and tries to get an understanding 
of hidden meanings within groups of people94. The techniques of producing 
narratives of ordinary lives are similar to the ones used in ethnographic method: 
the story is presented from the point of view of one or several subjects, 
interviews are replaced with the real-life dialogues and details about subject’s 
inner experiences (thoughts, dreams or expectations etc.) are gathered95. 
 
The Scientific Goals of Anthropology  
Two social research methods are evident in anthropological study of human 
beings and culture. Scientific anthropology modeled on natural sciences and the 
humanistic approaches to the study of cultures are in opposition to each other. 
These two approaches differ in their goals. Scientific anthropology claims their 
goal to be the description and explanation of culture whereas interpretive 
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anthropology interprets culture rejecting fundamental principles of rational 
inquiry96.  
 
Ethical Concerns of Fieldwork 
In this section we will investigate some of the ethical issues connected to 
anthropological fieldwork. Some concerns are as old as the field itself, while 
others have arisen and taken shape as research areas have changed. 
Understanding the people observed is, of course, the main point of studying 
anthropology and doing fieldwork.  
But is understanding the mindset of a certain culture, not largely dependent 
on knowledge of language?  
Participant observation, a term we have already mentioned in connection 
with Malinowski, is one of the major points of discussion. Which situations 
should a researcher observe, for example with regards to intimacy, or criminal 
activity? Where do the boundaries lie? 
Another question which is often addressed is that of authority, both in 
regard to the fieldworkers claiming authority on the people they study, and in 
regard to governments’ and other authorities’ influence on, support of and 
relation to the research in question.  
 
Language and Knowledge 
We have previously emphasized that for Radcliffe-Brown as well as 
Malinowski, the goal was to gain an understanding of the mental lives of the 
people they studied in order to reveal the function, whether psychological or 
structural, of social phenomena. It is therefore crucial to address the issue of 
                                           
96 Lett 1986, 117 
42 
 
language when reflecting upon the value of ethnographic data. Malinowski was 
convinced that the fieldworker should gain as full an understanding of the 
native languages as possible, even to the extent of using it to take field notes97. 
The level of language proficiency required of the researcher was not necessarily 
full mastery. It was considered sufficient to understand enough to interact with 
the subjects and collect relevant data98. The role of informants who had a better 
understanding of the native languages, as well as a language that was accessible 
to the researcher, was not emphasized. However, they still played part in 
helping the researcher access the culture99. 
When applying a Malinowskian method of fieldwork, there is an obvious 
opportunity for learning the native languages, because of the extensive time 
span usually spent conducting research. On the other hand, for a researcher 
whose ultimate goal it is to produce comparative studies, as was the case with 
Radcliffe-Brown, the task of acquiring knowledge of all the relevant languages 
is virtually unachievable. 
Since the focus of the bulk of ethnographic studies today is not on secluded 
primitive societies, the concerns with regards to language have shifted. The 
practice of performing fieldwork within an area of the anthropologist’s mother 
tongue or other major language is much more common today.  
Ideally, any fieldworker should understand the verbal interactions between 
the people they are studying, in order to guarantee the integrity of their 
fieldwork100. When researchers today seek the help of local informants, they are 
also concerned with documenting the authority of the given informant on the 
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subject. The use of informants is no longer hidden, but is openly acknowledged 
in various ways101.  
 
Boundaries and Benefits of Participant Observation 
The tradition of participant observation stems from the work of 
Malinowski. He succeeded in normalizing the method, and it has become the 
primary method of ethnography102.This method, however, creates certain 
ethical concerns, which are more present in discussions today than they were in 
the early years of ethnography. Furthermore, anthropologists are increasingly 
involved in studying phenomena within their own societies, studying the 
strange within the familiar, as it were. One concern is that of the researcher’s 
ability to retain a high degree of objectivity when he purposely attempts to 
become a part of the society he is studying.  
The fundamental idea of participant observation is that the researcher must 
come to take part in the daily lives of the people they observe in order to 
interpret their data more accurately. In the time of Malinowski, fieldwork was 
primarily conducted within foreign societies. He attempted to gain the 
confidence of the locals, by getting to know them, but could not hide the 
obvious fact that he was an outsider.  
One of the ethical issues at hand in such a situation could have been the 
invasion of privacy, for example in the situation of Malinowski studying 
intimate interactions amongst the savages. However, what is considered to be 
private or taboo in one culture may not necessarily be so in another. Here the 
concept of interpellation is a relevant one, and even though this transference of 
ideals is common, it should not be disregarded. The researcher must take care 
not to impose his own world views or moral standards on his subjects. As we 
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discovered in our study of Radcliffe-Brown, this has long been a concern for 
ethnographers.  
Today ethnographic studies are often performed within the researchers’ 
own societies and this poses new ethical issues, such as the possibility of using 
covert observation instead of gaining consent from the people studied. This is 
of course problematic in the sense that people are then being deceived, and the 
researcher is doing this knowingly. On the other hand, when the subjects are 
informed that they are being observed, the researcher risks “contaminating the 
field” as it were, and the authenticity of the subjects’ actions can be doubted. 
This is the risk every participant observer runs exactly because the point is to 
become a participant and gain an insider’s understanding of what is studied.  
Conflict methodology claims that it should be the purpose of researchers to 
investigate the powerful, and that this end justifies the means used. 
Furthermore, they state that funding for research within the social sciences 
should not come from governments in any way, and should even be conducted 
independently of universities103. However, concerns surrounding abuse of 
power also reflect upon the influence of large private corporations, who in 
some cases support research, on the results of a study. 
Opponents of this view argue that the use of covert research undermines 
general trust and honesty that is otherwise encouraged in society, damage the 
reputation of social scientists, and takes advantage of groups of people who 
have no opportunity to object, and may not have the means, economic or 
otherwise, to do so. 
Punch argues that some social scientists view all human behavior as being 
to some degree deceitful, in the sense that the individual presents what he 
thinks is right or proper in the given situation, and furthermore, we are 
conditioned by society to do so. Thusly, they feel it is justifiable to use covert 
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observation to gain valuable information on groups of people that would not be 
readily accessible otherwise. This matter is debatable, and has led some 
scientific organizations and communities to construct ethical codes that the 
members must agree with if they wish to belong to the fellowship, for example 
that of the American Anthropological Association104. They define the purpose 
of their code as being a set of guidelines to assist their members in the 
resolution of ethical issues they might be confronted with.  
Participant observation presents the researcher with a dilemma. To what 
degree is he a participant and to what degree observer? This issue can be 
exemplified in the situation of investigations within criminal groups. How far 
should the researcher go in becoming part of their society, and at which point 
are they obliged to intervene and interrupt their study? The codes developed by 
the different anthropological societies also provide guidance in such situations. 
However, the responsibility still rests on the individual researcher to evaluate 
the specific instance.  
  
Expert Authority 
In the time of Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown, it was assumed that 
anthropologists who travelled out to far corners of the world to explore foreign 
societies, would, upon their return, reveal “the truth” about these foreign 
societies to their countrymen. They presented themselves as experts, and were 
seen as having access to the “truth” about the peoples they had studied, and 
thereby claimed authority.  
This perception of the educated anthropologist as expert persisted up until 
the period of decolonization, when the people who were traditionally the 
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objects of study, began to produce knowledge about themselves105. The foreign 
researchers were, of course, then no longer the only or most knowledgeable 
source of information on the people in question. Furthermore, researchers 
began reflecting on the “truth” of the information gathered as a participant 
observer, as this method entails an inclusion of some amount of subjective 
consideration. The researchers who had adopted Malinowski’s methods of 
participant observation, essentially a whole generation, assumed to be qualified 
to understand a society or culture based on the experiences they had with their 
subjects. This was, however, also linked to the observers’ abilities to gain a 
“feel” of the people encountered, and this foundation of authority began to be 
questioned.  
What originally elevated ethnography to its current status, was that proper 
methodology combined with familiarity gained through participant observation 
could generate academic knowledge. Though an “insider” may have a fuller 
understanding of the society studied, the interpretations based on their 
experiences have not been awarded the same status because of their lack of 
training106. However, the dilemma persists even for the academically trained 
“insider” ethnographer. In the case of the researcher being a member of the 
particular subgroup studied, they risk always being seen as representing or 
advocating the group’s interests107. It is thusly nearly impossible for them to 
obtain a credible scientific authority on the subject. One argument against 
“insider” ethnography is that they are “too close”108 to their field of study to be 
consistently objective. However, if their methodology and the resulting 
research live up to scientific standards posed by their peers, this idea has an air 
of absurdity.   
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Ethical Nuances  
The current discussions within the field of ethnography are numerous and 
contain many different elements. We have touched upon just a few of them. We 
don’t presume to provide answers; we simply want to present a nuanced picture 
of the ethical issues being brought up by the methods used.  
 
Rethinking the “Field” 
When attempting to distinguish anthropology clearly from other disciplines 
within the social sciences, it is the tradition of fieldwork based on participant 
observation that is most characteristic. Since Malinowski introduced his 
methods, it has been customary for anthropologists to travel to a remote place 
to attempt to describe the everyday lives of “the others”109. It is a fact that 
determining the location of the “field” is no longer as simple as drawing up 
village boundaries. The effects of globalization are undeniable, and it is 
increasingly difficult to define the location of the “field”. The fieldwork 
traditions within anthropology are evaluated by Gupta and Ferguson, and we 
will be discussing some of their considerations in the following sections. We 
argue that changes in the world, in turn, require adaptation of new methodology 
in order for anthropology to continue to be able to produce relevant knowledge.  
 
Otherness, Location and the “Field” 
The basic concept of the “field” has changed little since Malinowski and 
Radcliffe-Brown worked within it. The idea of the field as being one that is, in 
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fact, somewhere else, preferably very distant, different and exotic, is still close 
at hand.   
One of the most discussed issues within contemporary anthropology is the 
notion of “spatialization of difference”110. This is based upon the idea of the 
differences between the “field” and home, and the implication that the most 
clearly defined “otherness” can only be found far away from the 
anthropologists’ own home. This is understood both as a large physical 
distance, but also as an idea that the people studied should be as culturally 
different from the researcher as possible. It is this conception of the field that is 
being challenged, as anthropologists are increasingly viewing “home” as a 
place consisting of many different cultures.  
Although this conception of the placement of the field is now being 
challenged, Gupta and Ferguson maintain that one of the virtues of the 
fieldwork tradition has indeed been this focus on details of the daily lives and 
problems of marginalized people and places far from home. One of the key 
interests of anthropological study has been researching that which is taken for 
granted, the normal of the other. This insistence has, from the start, challenged 
the Eurocentric views often adopted in the past, and which still has some effect 
on what in and how the world is studied111.  
The realization that otherness also exists within the researcher’s own 
society, opens up the concept of the “field”. Rather than being defined by 
geographical remoteness, location is more likely to be bounded by social 
phenomena such as sub-cultures or lifestyles.  
 
Decentering the “Field” 
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Anthropology has depended on the idea that culture has, until now, 
provided the distinct boundaries, fixed locations and structures that were the 
“field”. As globalization has eroded these clear boundaries and the concept of 
clear boundaries itself, anthropologists have had to reconsider their reliance on 
the very well-defined locality.  
Decentering the field also changes the perception of the field as being 
among a specific group of people. The field becomes more a method of study, 
one which is concerned with many interconnected locations and people. The 
aim of ethnography is no longer to create “holistic knowledge” of a foreign 
culture, but to create a deeper understanding of complex workings within a 
group of people112.  
Very few cultures can be contained within a specific isolated location. With 
worldwide communication and migration now being a given, a holistic 
portrayal of a single culture as site is not realistic113. This provides grounds for 
considering the field within a larger context and deems previous ethnographic 
methodology inadequate.  
However, some aspects of the theories of ethnography’s founding fathers 
still seem relevant and accessible today. Radcliffe-Brown’s project of 
comparative sociology depended on defining the structures of isolated societies 
in order to create comparisons resulting in the identification of recurring 
patterns. Because there are fewer obstacles in accessing different cultures 
today, the aim of comparison is more easily achieved.  
 
The New Role of Anthropology 
As the “field” becomes more difficult to identify, anthropologists are 
looking for new ways to define their area of work. As we have established, one 
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of defining traits of the disciplinary field of anthropology is ethnographic 
fieldwork. What is developing within this particular social science is that other 
methods such as archival research and surveys are taking a larger 
supplementary role than previously114. In other words, the knowledge produced 
is no longer primarily generated through participant observation.  
These additional methods are useful in studies with no clearly defined 
geographic field. This creates the dilemma that the practices of anthropology 
resemble other social sciences more and more.  
 
Today, anthropologists tend to be increasingly focused on the political 
allegiances and the problems that arise in an increasingly globalized world. 
They see the aim of this political aspect of their research as being the 
identification of possible shared political agendas and ideas across locations. 
This has long been the purpose of applied anthropology, which focuses on a 
specific political project. The opinion is that science does not exist apart from 
its social context, and that the ultimate goal should be discovering and 
providing solutions for problems that arise in life115. However, active 
participation in such projects entails new considerations of the nature of 
anthropology as science. The goal becomes to eventually facilitate change in 
the “field” of study, as opposed to simply documenting it as it is and leaving it 
up to others to act.  
It is beneficial for these social projects that educated anthropologists are 
taking an interest in solving the problems at hand. However, if anthropologists 
focus exclusively on researching problem areas, there is the risk of excluding 
research which could potentially provide important knowledge.  
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Gupta and Ferguson see anthropology in general moving in the direction of 
applied anthropology116. Some claim that this is its only chance of survival117. 
This development away from the fixed local site of study, “laboratory”, has 
definitively distinguished anthropology from the natural sciences.   
When the anthropologist shifts focus to providing solutions to social 
problems, his role also changes, and he can no longer be identified with the 
observer characterized by Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown. However, their 
contribution can be seen in the insistence that the role of anthropology is to 
create knowledge of societies as they exist in the present. They advocated that 
the methods applied within the field should reflect the state of the subject of 
study118.  
 
A New “Field”  
The anthropological community has, perhaps, taken for granted that 
studying “taken-for-grantedness” is the only approach to understanding others. 
Because of the dominance of Malinowski’s ideas, the “field” has long been 
restricted to a far distant location. As anthropologists in a changed world seek 
new paths, the methods applied are changing, and the strict methodology of 
participant observation is being complemented by other research techniques. A 
new image of the field exists and we have attempted to disclose some of the 
considerations regarding the definition of the field.  
 
Summing up the Discussions of Ethnography 
Recently, anthropology has been challenged from different scientific 
communities, and has been forced to reevaluate its aims and methods. There are 
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ethical problems that arise in research situations, which must be addressed. An 
increasingly globalized world has caused a shift in the perception of fieldwork 
and the field as location. We have discussed some of these aspects of 
anthropology today, but have only touched lightly on issues, which are highly 
relevant for researchers to consider in order to define the value of their work.  
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Conclusion: Understanding 
Ethnography  
 
The main research question we set out to answer in the course of our work with 
this project has been: 
What role has fieldwork played in developing the science of 
anthropology?  
 
In the course of answering this question, we have also addressed the following 
sub questions:  
A) What have been the main points of change in the methodology (and 
reasoning behind it) of anthropology? 
B) In the face of criticism, how do ethnographers defend the value of 
their work?  
C) What ethical issues are present in the fieldwork situation? 
D) In what ways has the concept of the “field” as ethnographic 
location changed? 
 
This project then, is an attempt at creating a history of ethnographic 
fieldwork as method, and its influence on the academic field of anthropology. 
We began at the very beginning, looking into how travelers attempted to 
understand the foreign cultures they encountered. Up until the beginning of the 
20th century, many different thoughts about how to understand other cultures 
were employed. Affected by the ideas of natural science thoughts of systematic 
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work, scholars interested in human studies set out to establish a science, which 
would legitimize their work. To do this, they developed new methods to 
employ in their research, in order to make their data trustworthy and reliable. 
Questionnaires were compiled to guide travelers as to what information was 
interesting for the educated anthropologists to study, and develop theories about 
human life. This way of working is today referred to as armchair anthropology, 
and at the turn of the last century, doubts as to the value of the methods and 
theories created in this manner arose.  
 
A new generation of intellectuals interested in the study of humans and 
culture found these methods of data collection unreliable. They were inspired 
by the idea of the natural scientists in their laboratories, and became concerned 
with developing new methods to apply within their field. The two forerunners 
in this quest were Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown. They both traveled to 
distant parts of the world, and participated in the lives of the indigenous people 
of these far-away places. They felt that this gave them a different kind of in-
depth understanding of how these societies functioned, and became advocates 
of this method of research. Malinowski is considered to have coined the term 
participant observation. This methodology combined theories of culture studied 
at universities with first-hand experience on the part of the researcher. These 
attributes combined to create an image of the field as a laboratory, and this 
contributed to the establishing of a scientific reputation of the human sciences 
within the academic community of the time. This idea of the field as laboratory 
was the defining factor in developing the science of anthropology. 
From the knowledge they gained from their fieldwork, they developed 
theories of human life dependant on understanding aspects of culture in 
connection with the function they served within the given society, and dubbed 
these theories functionalism and structural functionalism. These theories 
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became very influential, and their impact is still evident in contemporary 
anthropology.  
Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown’s generation also succeeded in 
institutionalizing the subject. Radcliffe-Brown coined the study of cultures as 
social anthropology, and their combined interpretation of the field is today 
termed British social anthropology to distinguish it from the American cultural 
anthropology. All these changes contributed to anthropology developing into 
the science that it is today, and have provided us with the answer to our main 
and second research questions. 
The methods that they developed, namely those concerning participant 
observation, are still predominant in the field today. However, these methods 
have been critiqued and challenged on many points. When addressing our 
fourth research question, we find that there are many ethical issues that arise 
when the researcher participates in his field of study, for instance the 
considerations surrounding the objectivity of the data created, and to what 
degree this can be maintained when the researcher becomes a part of his field. 
It is also important to address the issue of language in the evaluation of the 
quality and validity of the results composed.  
 
Furthermore, the field as a place has undergone many changes. Because of 
factors such as globalization, the field is now not necessarily a fixed location, 
but more likely to be defined in different ways. Researchers are also 
approaching the field in new ways, for example in the methods of applied 
anthropology, where the focus is on presenting and solving a specific social 
problem they are concerned about. This discovery answers our fifth research 
question. 
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On the background of what we have discovered in the course of our work 
with this project, we have become convinced that the emergence of the methods 
of ethnography has contributed greatly to the value of anthropology as a 
science. To answer our third research question, we find that in the face of 
criticism, these methods have provided anthropology with the scientific validity 
that has been required for the justification of its worth. Furthermore, we find 
that ethnography as methodology is still highly relevant in the study of human 
life and culture.  
 
Further Thoughts 
We have managed shed light upon quite a few important discussions with 
relevance to ethnographic fieldwork. In the process of performing research for 
this project we have come upon several potential points of interest, which are 
closely connected of our main area of investigation. These are worth 
mentioning because they serve the purpose of contextualizing this project.  
Firstly, as we have made clear, this project deals with the history of the 
British tradition of social anthropology. We believe that a comparative study 
between this and the American cultural anthropology tradition would open up 
for a fuller understanding of the impacts of the theories we have explored here. 
As well as providing an insight into the development of the contemporary field, 
where the traditions are less bound by locations than in previous times.  
Secondly, as is somewhat apparent in this project, ethnographic 
fieldworkers have traditionally been white males; however, women have also 
influenced the field. As an extension of this project, taking a look at the 
feminist tradition within the discipline of anthropology could potentially 
provide a fascinating different perspective to the discussions. 
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Thirdly, in this project we have touched upon the idea of applied 
anthropology as a growing discipline. We feel that this is an interesting object 
of study because it has changed the dynamics between the fieldworker and the 
field, and the result is a completely different approach to research problems.  
Finally, this project has been the result of an academic study of the history 
of ethnography, whilst we have not ourselves performed any empirical work in 
the process. Because our specific aim has been to focus on the methodological 
developments, which led to ethnography, performing fieldwork in this 
connection would have made little sense. However, we still consider this 
project to have a practical dimension. Having a basic understanding of the 
historical background and epistemological foundations of ethnography if we 
sometime in the future wish to perform fieldwork ourselves, can only be 
beneficial. 
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Summary of Project  
 
Summary in Danish  
 
Resumé af Projektet  
Dette projekt er et forsøg på at skabe en historisk redegørelse for 
etnografisk feltarbejde som metode. Vores hypotese er, at feltarbejde har spillet 
en vigtig rolle i skabelsen af antropologi som akademisk disciplin, samt endnu i 
dag er en vigtig faktor for vurderingen af den videnskabelige værdi af de 
resultater der produceres.  
Vores problemformulering består af et hovedspørgsmål og tre 
underspørgsmål, der lyder som følger: 
 
Hvilken rolle har feltarbejde spillet i udviklingen af antropologi som 
videnskab? 
a) Hvilke betydelige ændringer er der foretaget i 
metodologien, og ræssoneringen bag den, i faget? 
b) Hvordan besvarer etnografer kritik rettet mod deres 
arbejde? 
c) Hvilke etiske problemstillinger skal der tages stilling 
til i en feltarbejdssituation?  
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d) Hvordan har ”felten” som etnografisk lokalitet 
forandret sig? 
 
Vi vil søge at besvare disse spørgsmål ved at undersøge hvilken 
metodologi, der er blevet anvendt siden oprettelsen af antropologi som 
disciplin. Igennem dette har vi forsøgt at redegøre for hvilke tankegange der har 
ligget til grunde for studiet af fremmede folkeslag. 
Kapitel 1, Etnografiens Opståen, undersøger hvilken metodologi der blev 
anvendt i antropologi, før teorierne om systematisk feltarbejde vandt indpas.  
Kapitel 2, Etnografiens Grundlæggere, fokuserer på perioden i starten af 
det 20. århundrede, hvor antropologien som fag, og dets metoder, blev 
institutionaliseret og akademiseret. Denne udvikling i faget kædes ofte sammen 
med nogle bestemte personer, som havde stor indflydelse på udformningen af 
metodologien, nemlig polakken Bronislaw Malinowski og briten A. R. 
Radcliffe-Brown. Malinowski krediteres som oftest for at have grundlagt 
metoden deltagerobservation, som siden har været den oftest anvendte metode i 
studier af fremmede kulturer. Vi har undersøgt Malinowskis egen udlægning af 
disse metoder ved læsning af hans hovedværk.  
Briten Radcliffe-Brown, som vi også har skabt et portræt af, har tilføjet 
faget et andet teoretisk aspekt med hans brug af sociologien i studiet af 
samfund. Hans overvejelser har vi forsøgt at klarlægge ved at læse dennes 
hovedværk.  
Til sidst i Kapitel 2 bringer vi en sammenligning af de tos liv og metoder, 
samt forsøger at vurdere deres bidrag til udviklingen af faget. 
I Kapitel 3, At Definere og Diskutere Etnografi, forsøger vi først at 
klarlægge de kritikker der er blevet rettet mod etnografien og dens kvaliteter i 
det videnskabelige arbejde. Dernæst fokuserer vi på nogle af de etiske 
problemstillinger der kan opstå i forbindelse med deltagerobservation. Til sidst 
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giver vi en vurdering af ”felten” i dag, og de udviklinger der er sket her de 
seneste år.  
Vores samlede vurdering af etnografisk feltarbejde er, at det tilføjer en grad 
af videnskabelig værdi til studier af samfund, som ikke var til stede før 
udviklingen af disse metoder i starten af forrige århundrede. Metoderne har haft 
så stor betydning for faget, at de stadig anvendes i dag, omend med nogle 
tilføjelser og små ændringer i takt med at verden også ser anderledes ud. 
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Summary in Lithuanian 
 
Santrauka lietuvių kalba 
Šio projekto tikslas yra nagrinėti socialinę antropologiją kaip mokslinę 
discipliną, turinčią mokslinį pagrįstumą ir vertę. Norėdamos pasiekti šį tikslą, 
mes visų pirma pažvelgėme į istorinę perpsektyvą, pristatydamos 
antropologijos atsiradimo šaknis ir šios disciplinos vystymąsi iki etnografijos 
atsiradimo. Įžanginėje dalyje yra paliesti tokie vardai kaip Kristofas Kolumbas, 
kuris savo ekspedicijų metu susidurdavo su daugeliu vietinių gyventojų, taip 
pat Chosė de Akosta, Bartolomėjus La Kazas ir kt. Galima teigti, jog šie 
keliautojai buvo pirmieji „antropologai“, suteikdavę žinių apie necivilizuotas 
pasaulio vietas. Vis dėlto daugiausiai dėmesio šiame projekte mes skyrėme 
antropologijos vystymuisi 19 amžiuje ir 20-o amžiaus pradžioje. Šiuo 
laikotarpiu iskilo tokie vardai kaip Bronislavas Malinowskis ir Radklifas 
Brounas, atsinešę naujus metodus ir teorijas su savimi. Iki to laiko 
antropologijos modelis buvo kitoks, dažniausias metodas informacijai rinkti 
buvo klausimynai. Faktus rinkdavo tam specialiai siunčiami pagalbininkai, 
neturėję tinkamo išsilavinimo, o juos apdorodavo ir pateikdavo įvairių 
specializacijų mokslininkai.  
Bronislavas Malinowskis yra žinomas kaip naujo etnografinio metodo 
(dalyvių/vietinių stebėjimas) kūrėjas, susiejęs šį metodą su funkcionalizmo 
teorija ir suteikęs antropologijai daugiau mokslinės vertės. Radklifas Brounas 
yra ne toks žinomas kaip jo amžininkas, tačiau jo darbų ir idėjų vertė nėra 
mažesnė. Šis mokslininkas ypatingai išvystė struktūrinio funkcionalizmo 
teoriją, suteikdamas funkcionalizmui kitokią reikšmę nei Bronislavas 
Malinowskis. Pastarasis teigė, jog kiekvienas individas turi biologines ir 
psichologines reikmes, kurias patenkina gyvendami visuomenėje, t.y. kad 
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visuomenė ir kultūra „tarnauja“ individo poreikiams. Radklifas Brounas buvo 
labiau susidomėjęs socialinėmis funkcijomis ir įtakotas Emilio Durkheimo 
argumentavo, jog socialiniai faktai (ritualai, ceremonijos ir kt) egzistuoja 
nepriklausomai nuo individų. Šiame projekte mes nagrinėjome šių naujų 
metodų ir teorijų įtaką socialinės antropologijos mokslui ir etnografijos 
atsiradimui. 
Trečioje projekto dalyje pristatėme dabartines diskusijas apie antropologiją, jos 
mokslinę vertę, kritiką, du socialinio tyrimo metodus (gamtos mokslų atžvilgiu 
ir humanitarinių mokslų atžvilgiu), debatus, susijusius su etiniais klausimais 
atliekant etnografinį tyrimą bei pokyčius siuolaikinėje antropologijoje ir jos 
tyrimo objekte.  
 
 
